Silent Reading for Struggling Readers: Pitfalls & Potential by The Meadows Center for Preventing Educational Risk
1 
Silent Reading for Struggling 
Readers: Pitfalls & Potential 
Sharon Vaughn 
Nicole Pyle 
Colleen Reutebuch 
The University of Texas at Austin 
REVISITING SILENT READING:  
NEW DIRECTIONS FOR  
TEACHERS AND RESEARCHERS 
Plenary Session 4 
IRA Annual Convention, Chicago, IL 
April 25, 2010 
2 
Plenary Session 4–Agenda 
1.  Overview of pitfalls and potential 
2.  Review of research 
3.  Rationale for steps to scaffold SSR with struggling 
readers 
4.  Steps to support SSR with struggling readers 
5.  Future research 
6.  Conclusions 
7.  References 
8.  Contact information 
3 
1. Pitfalls… 
 For struggling 
readers 
•  Difficulty with reading complex 
words, understanding critical 
vocabulary, reading 
comprehension, and 
maintaining focus for extended 
periods 
•  Inadequate opportunity to build 
their SSR (often excluded) 
•  Insufficient instructional time 
devoted to text reading 
•  Inappropriate self-selection of 
text 
•  Distant role of teachers 
 For middle and 
high-ability 
readers 
•  Inadequate access to materials 
of high interest  
•  Insufficient methods for 
students to demonstrate 
engagement and understanding 
of texts 
•  Lack of preteaching or follow-up 
instruction 
•  Inappropriate self-selection of 
text 
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and Potential 
Builds:  
•  Vocabulary 
•  Motivation 
•  Background knowledge 
•  Reading comprehension 
 Given that teachers provide support at critical points 
of the silent reading process so struggling readers can 
experience success during SSR (Hairrell, Edmonds, 
Vaughn, & Simmons, in press) 
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2. Research on SSR and Struggling 
Readers 
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3. Rationale for Scaffolding SSR 
 For the struggling reader, SSR can pose many 
obstacles: 
1.  Text selection 
2.  Reading comprehension 
3.  Accountability and monitoring 
4.  Motivation 
 Important finding from syntheses on text reading 
and students with LD: 
 Students with significant reading problems require 
opportunities for time to read and respond to text 
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For struggling readers SSR Requires:  
•  Adequate preparation, 
•  Instructional support during reading, and  
•  Extended time for expression (oral and 
written) with teacher feedback about their 
reading 
 Without the above in place, challenges 
presented by extended periods of 
unmonitored silent reading can be 
overwhelming and unproductive  
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4. Instructional Practices to Support 
Struggling Readers During SSR 
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Step 1: Support book selection that matches      
    students’ interest and reading levels. 
•  Book lists or searches: 
 http://www.reading.org/Resources/Booklists.aspx 
http://www.rif.org/parents/resources/books/
default.mspx  
•  Teach students strategies to identify appropriate text 
difficulty independently 
10 
Step 2: Identify challenging words and promote word 
    consciousness. 
Student: 
•  Scan a page prior to reading to identify challenging 
words and to promote word interest 
•  Create a word journal of unfamiliar words 
Teacher: 
•  Circulate during SSR and provide “just in time” 
support 
•  Identify words from student logs and follow-up with 
extended instruction to whole group for high priority 
words 
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Teacher’s Active Role to Scaffold SSR 
•  Working with a group of struggling readers to  
 pre-select common text,  
•  Previewing the text and pre-teaching key words, and  
•  Providing opportunities after reading to respond 
orally and through writing to the reading.  
Goal = increase teacher and student interactions  
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Step 3: Preview the text and set a purpose for reading:       
  What will I learn? What do I want to find out about?  
  What will happen next in the story? 
 Previewing text can help orient students to the task 
of reading including setting a purpose for reading and 
provides the teacher with time to provide background 
knowledge. 
Preview: 
•  Title 
•  Chapter titles or major headings 
•  Visuals 
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Step 4: Monitor SSR and schedule short increments. 
•  Monitor students’ progress during independent 
reading: 
–observe students and ensure they are reading 
–assist students when they come to unknown words 
or experience a breakdown of understanding 
 –implement paired reading (Fuchs & Fuchs, 2005) 
•  Allot small amounts of time and increase time as 
students’ ability, attention, and motivation increases 
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Step 5: Wrap-up the reading and stimulate future 
reading. 
 Teacher can support struggling readers by providing 
time to summarize the reading that was done. 
•  Students return to their initial purpose for reading  
 –Did I figure out what I wanted? 
 –Did I accurately predict what happened? 
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5. Directions for Future 
Research 
•  Conduct experimental studies on SSR targeting 
struggling readers 
Research questions to be addressed: 
1.  What is the optimal amount of time for SSR with struggling 
readers? Does this optimal time depend on age, reading level, 
or a combination of both? 
2.  How does SSR benefit wide reading and vocabulary, 
background knowledge, motivation, fluency, and reading 
comprehension for the range of struggling readers? 
3.  How might selected modification to SSR impact students’ 
vocabulary, background knowledge, motivation, fluency, and 
reading comprehension? 
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6. Concluding Thoughts 
•  SSR presents unique challenges to students 
struggling with reading 
•  Suggested scaffolding SSR for struggling readers 
requires: 
–  adequate preparation 
–  optimal amount of text reading 
–  choosing appropriate text types 
–  instructional support before, during, and after 
reading 
–  extended time for oral and written expression 
with teacher feedback about students’ reading 
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